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Late Reading: Erich Auerbach and the 
Spätboot of Comparative Literature 
BEN HUTCHINSON 
Abstract: 
&ŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŝŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŽŶƌŝĐŚƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƐĞŵŝŶĂůĞƐƐĂǇ ‘WŚŝůŽůŽŐǇŽĨtŽƌůĚ 
>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ƚŚŝƐĞƐƐĂǇƉƌŽƉŽƐĞƐƚŽƌĞ-examine the conceptualization of 
comparative literature in the post-WWII period not only from the perspective of 
its philological, but also from that of its historical self-understanding. Its principal 
concern will be to consider what it means to view this comparative philology as 
historical, which is to say in the context of how it emerges from the particular 
 ‘ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ ?ŽĨƚŚĞŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞƉŽƐƚ-war period. The category that best 
characterizes this philology, it will be argued, is that of late reading, a term that 
the essay coins as the hermeneutic counterpart to the artistic concept of late style. 
Characterized by its consciousness of coming at the end of the tradition of European 
high culture, late reading  W ĂƚůĞĂƐƚŝŶƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨŝƚ Wmakes its 
very lateness a constituent element of its hermeneutics. Out of this sense of lateness 
emerges, the essay will argue, a view of comparative literature as defined by its 
distance from the normative maturity of classical European culture  W by what one 
might term, in Frank <ĞƌŵŽĚĞ ?ƐƉŚƌĂƐĞ ?ŝƚƐ ‘ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨĂŶĞŶĚŝŶŐ ? ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
conception of world philology does not ignore the increasing obsolescence of the 
Eurocentric perspective, but rather makes this obsolescence the basis of its synoptic 
purview. As such, it continues to offer a model for how comparative literature may 
engage with the legacy of high European culture whilst acknowledging the limitations 
of its perspective. 
Keywords: Erich Auerbach; late reading; philology; comparative literature; 
world literature 
It is one of the more mordant ironies of modern intellectual history 
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞEĂǌŝĨĞƚŝƐŚŝǌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ?ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐŚŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞŐŝǀĞŶƐƵĐŚ 
decisive impetus to the development of international modes of criticism. 
The terror of the Third Reich forced a number of the most influential 
European critics  W figures of the standing of Theodor Adorno, Erich 
Auerbach, Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer and René Wellek  W to 
take refuge in exile; as has often been noted,1 this exile proved to 
be the pre-condition for the discipline of Comparative Literature as 
it would emerge after the war.2 The present essay does not intend to 
celebrate once again the heroic status of this generation of Romanisten; 
enough has been written on the achievements and idiosyncracies of 
this remarkable group of German scholars drawn to Romanic  W and 
particularly, French  W ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĂƐƉĂƌƚŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůǇ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ? 
climate of the 1920s (a climate in which, at least from a German 
perspective, Romanistik often seemed to function as a kind of shorthand 
for Komparatistik).3 What this essay proposes, rather, is to re-examine 
the conceptualization of comparative literature in this period from the 
perspective not only of its philological, but also of its historical selfunderstanding. 
Indeed, its principal concern will be to consider what 
it means to view this comparative philology as historical, which is to 
ƐĂǇŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚŽĨŚŽǁŝƚĞŵĞƌŐĞƐĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ‘ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů 
perspectivŝƐŵ ?ŽĨƚŚĞŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞƉŽƐƚ-war period. The category that 
best characterizes this philology, it will be argued, is neither close nor 
distant reading, but late reading, a term that I coin as the hermeneutic 
counterpart to the artistic concept of late style. Characterized by its 
consciousness of coming at the end of the tradition of European high 
culture, late reading  W ĂƚůĞĂƐƚŝŶƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨŝƚ Wmakes 
its very lateness a constituent element of its hermeneutics. Out of this 
sense of lateness emerges, this essay will argue, a view of comparative 
literature as defined by its distance from the normative maturity of 
classical European culture  W ďǇǁŚĂƚŽŶĞŵŝŐŚƚƚĞƌŵ ?ŝŶƐŚŽƌƚ ?ŝƚƐ ‘ƐĞŶƐĞ 
ŽĨĂŶĞŶĚŝŶŐ ? ? 
That the leading works of comparative literature in this period are all 
ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝǌĞĚďǇĂŬĞĞŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ^ƉŝƌŝƚŝŶĂŶŐĞƌ ? Wto adapt 
the terms of Ernst Robert Curtius4  W is immediately apparent to anyone 
familiar with Mimesis or European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages (to 
name merely the two most important studies completed in the 1940s). As 
Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht has noted, the German Romanisten of the midtwentieth 
ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇĂůůĚŝĞĚŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ƐĂŶĚ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ‘ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĨĞĞůŝŶŐ W more 
or less pronounced, more or less lamented  W that their lifetime had seen 
ƚŚĞĞŶĚŽĨƚŚĞŐƌĞĂƚƉĞƌŝŽĚŽĨtĞƐƚĞƌŶĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ? ?5 What has not been 
fully discussed, however, is the extent to which this valedictory vision 
of Western culture informs a post-war view of philology as necessarily 
 ‘ůĂƚĞ ? ?&ŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŝŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌŽŶƚŚĞƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŽĨƌŝĐŚƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƚŚŝƐ 
essay will thus explore the ways in which comparative literature, as it 
developed in this period, can be understood in these terms as a school of 
ůĂƚĞƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ?dƌŝĂŶŐƵůĂƚĞĚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĂĚũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ? ? ‘tĞƐƚĞƌŶ ? ?
ĂŶĚ ‘tŽƌůĚ ? ?ƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨcomparative literature  W conspicuous by its 
ĂďƐĞŶĐĞŝŶƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ Wwill emerge as a function not only 
of the historical, but also of the ŚĞƌŵĞŶĞƵƚŝĐůĂƚĞŶĞƐƐŽĨƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
generation. 
I have explored elsewhere the idea that modern European literature 
as a whole can be considered late.6 /ĨƚŚĞŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ůĂƚĞƐƚǇůĞ ?ĞŵĞƌŐĞĚ 
as a by-product of the Romantic emphasis on organic metaphors and 
biographical subjectivity  W especially, but by no means exclusively, in 
the German-speaking world  W it is by the same token coterminous, 
historically speaking, with the literature that we generally understand as 
 ‘ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ? ?dŚŝƐŝƐa fortiori the case for modernist literature, wherever 
one sets the limits of this term. Modernism as theorized by Germanic 
thinkers on both sides of the political spectrum  W including, but not 
limited to, Theodor Adorno, Gottfried Benn, Ernst Bloch, Hermann 
Broch, and Oswald Spengler  W ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐĂƐĂŶ ‘ǀĂŶƚŐĂƌĚŝƐŵƵƐĚĞƌ 
'ƌĞŝƐĞ ? ?7 ƚŽĐŝƚĞĂƉŚƌĂƐĞŽĨdŚŽŵĂƐDĂŶŶ ?ƐƉŝĐŬĞĚƵƉďǇĚŽƌŶŽ ?ƚŚĂƚ 
ŝƐƚŽƐĂǇĂƐƚŚĞ ‘ĂǀĂŶƚ-ŐĂƌĚĞ ?ŽĨĂŶĂŐĞŝŶŐŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?sŝĞǁĞĚĨƌŽŵĂŶ 
Anglo-^ĂǆŽŶƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?ƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐƚĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽ ‘ŵĂŬĞŝƚŶĞǁ ?ĚĞƌŝǀĞƐ 
ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞĂ ‘ǁĞĂƌŝŶĞƐƐŵŽƌĞŚŝŐŚůǇĞŶĞƌŐŝǌĞĚ ? ?ƚŽƐƚĂǇ 
ǁŝƚŚWŽƵŶĚ ?ƐŽǁŶƚĞƌŵƐ ?8 
The Adorno/Mann axis provides a pertinent point of entry for 
a methodological consideration of comparative literature, in the midtwentieth 
century, as a philology of lateness. Writing to Mann in 1951 
about his novel The Holy Sinner (Der Erwählte ) ?ĚŽƌŶŽƉƌĂŝƐĞƐDĂŶŶ ?Ɛ 
prose in terms that point, beyond the achievement of a single artist, 
towards the conceptualization of lateness as the paradigm for an emerging 
 ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ P 
The boldness and modernity of these things is, if we except Joyce, quite 
unparalleled, but no less striking is the careful way in which you have managed to 
ƐƵƐƉĞŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞ ‘'ĞƌŵĂŶ ?ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ?/ƚŽĨƚĞŶƐŽƵŶĚƐĂƐƚŚŽƵŐŚ, at a certain decayed 
level of language, at the level of emigrant German, you had somehow disclosed the 
latent possibility of a truly European language, one which was formerly obstructed 
by national divisions but now, at the end, shines forth as a primordial stratum 
[eine Urschicht] precisely by virtue of its latest character [kraft des Spätesten].9 
If Adorno makes aesthetic modernism  W in the form of Mann and 
Joyce  W a direct expression of epochal modernity, he does so in terms that 
consciously transcend  ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽƉŽƐŝƚƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨ ‘Ă 
ƚƌƵůǇƵƌŽƉĞĂŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?dŚĞŬĞǇŵŽǀĞŝŶŚŝƐĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚŝƐƚŽƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ 
that this language emerges explicitly as a function of lateness, indeed of 
latestness PĚŽƌŶŽ ?s superlative has both syntactical and semantic force; it 
is both grammatical category and aesthetic evaluation. Precisely because 
DĂŶŶ ?ƐŶŽǀĞůŝƐ ?ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůůǇƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ ?ĂůĂƚĞǁŽƌŬ W a latest work  W it 
points towards the possibility of a broader, international language beyond 
ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ ? ‘ƵƚŝƚŝƐƋƵŝƚĞƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶŝŶǁŚĂƚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ/ǁƌŝƚĞ ? ? 
ƐƚĂƚĞƐƚŚĞ ‘^ƉŝƌŝƚŽĨƐƚŽƌǇ-ƚĞůůŝŶŐ ? ?Geist der Erzählung) in the opening 
chapter of The Holy Sinner ? ‘ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ>ĂƚŝŶ ?&ƌĞŶĐŚ ?'ĞƌŵĂŶ ?ŽƌŶŐůŽ- 
Saxon, and iŶĚĞĞĚŝƚŝƐĂůůƚŚĞƐĂŵĞ ? ?10 Lateness emerges, in short, as the 
Latin of modernism, the lingua franca of an international idiom. 
dŚĂƚĚŽƌŶŽĐĂŶĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞDĂŶŶ ?Ɛ ‘ĚĞĐĂǇĞĚůĞǀĞůŽĨůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ĂƐ 
 ‘ĞŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ'ĞƌŵĂŶ ?ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞƐƚŚĞƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůĐŽŶƚĞǆƚŽĨƚheir 
correspondence. Writing to Mann in California in 1951, Adorno makes 
ĂŶĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐǀŝƌƚƵĞŽƵƚŽĨŚŝƐŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĐŽŶƚŝŶŐĞŶĐǇ ? ‘ĂƚƚŚĞĞŶĚ ?ŽĨƚŚĞ 
European high culture so cherished by the German intelligentsia, the 
broader, supranational perspective becomes possible. One might even go 
so far as to speak of wish-fulfilment: Adorno mobilizes the pathos of the 
 ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚƚŚĞĚŝƐĐƌĞĚŝƚĞĚ'ĞƌŵĂŶŝĚŝŽŵ ?dŚĞůĂƚĞ 
sublime, such as he here constructs it,11 represents a way of wresting back 
hermeneutic control from historical circumstance. 
The context of geographical and linguistic exile, as well as the sheer 
ƚŝŵŝŶŐŽĨĚŽƌŶŽ ?ƐůĞƚƚĞƌƚŽDĂŶŶ ?ŵĂŬĞƐŝƚƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƚŽĐŽŵƉĂƌĞŝƚ 
to one of the key documents of what one might term  Wwith reference 
to ĚŽƌŶŽ ?ƐĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇŽĨ ‘ĞŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ'ĞƌŵĂŶ ? Wemigrant philology. 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇ ‘dŚĞWŚŝůŽůŽŐǇŽĨtŽƌůĚ>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ?ǁĂƐĨŝƌƐƚƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ 
in 1952, which means that he was writing it at almost exactly the 
moment in which Adorno was writing to Mann. Mann in fact cites from 
Mimesis in The Holy Sinner (he borrows a few lines from the twelfthcentury 
Christmas play DǇƐƚğƌĞĚ ?ĚĂŵ), justifying his citation with 
the statement, in a letter to Auerbach of October 19 ? ? ?ƚŚĂƚ ‘ǁŚĂƚǁĂƐ 
required was a stammering babble that would be partly or completely 
ŝŶĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝďůĞƚŽƚŚĞĂǀĞƌĂŐĞƌĞĂĚĞƌ ? ?12 DĂŶŶ ?ƐŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞŽŶƚŚĞ 
ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞŽĨ ‘ƐƚĂŵŵĞƌŝŶŐ ? ?Gestammel )ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐůǇƌĞĐĂůůƐĚŽƌŶŽ ?Ɛ 
interpretation, in a letter to Mann written just three months earlier 
ŝŶƵŐƵƐƚ ? ? ? ? ?ŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨ ‘ŵƵŵďůŝŶŐ ? ?das Murmelnde), a 
concept which can be understood, according to the philosopher, as 
 ‘ĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐƐƚƌĂƚƵŵ ?Sprachschicht], namely that in which 
linguistic borders ĂƌĞďůƵƌƌĞĚ ? ?13 The primordial Urschicht re-emerges, 
from the perspective of late modernity, as a composite Sprachschicht. 
The search for a transnational language that underlies this 
hermeneutic triangle of the early 1950s suggests the common concern of 
Auerbach, Adorno, andMann to find ways around a discredited national 
tradition. One way to do this, of course, is to obviate the whole problem 
by returning to themedieval period, at a safe distance from the nationalist 
excesses of modernity. Both Mann, in The Holy Sinner, and Auerbach, 
in Mimesis, consciously take this route to an always already comparative 
Middle Ages  W as, of course, did Curtius, who memorably outlined the 
appeal of the period in an unpublished letter of 1944 P ‘ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚƐĞĞŵƚŽ 
have dawned on anyone how nonsensical the modern division of labour is 
between national languages, national literatures, and national philologies. 
What would one think of a medieval historian who only wrote about 
German events and who only made use of German-ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ? ?14 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇŽĨ ? ? ? ?ƉŽƐĞƐĞǆĂĐƚůǇƚŚŝƐƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ 
ƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝƐƚ ? ‘tĞŵƵƐƚŶŽǁƌĞƚƵƌŶ ?ĂůďĞŝƚƵŶĚĞƌĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ? 
to what the pre-nation-state culture of the Middle Ages already 
ƉŽƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ ?ƚŽƚŚĞŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶƐƉŝƌŝƚŝƚƐĞůĨŝƐŶŽƚŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ? ?15 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƐĞĞŵŝŶŐůǇŝŶĐŝĚĞŶƚĂůĐŽŶĐĞƐƐŝŽŶŝŶƚŚĞŵŝĚĚůĞŽĨƚŚŝƐ 
statement is crucial. The modern critic may strive to return to the 
supranational spirit of the medieval mentality, but it can only be a return, 
 ‘ƵŶĚĞƌĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ? ?ƚŚĞďĞůĂƚĞĚƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽĨŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇŵƵƐƚ 
ƌĞŵĂŝŶĂĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚĞůĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞƐĞĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĚŽƌŶŽ ?ƐĂƉƉƌĞĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ 
of The Holy Sinner as an expression of the Späteste is based on precisely 
this prĞŵŝƐĞ ?ŶĂŵĞůǇƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶŶŽǀĞůŝƐƚ ?ƐƌĞƚƵƌŶƚŽƚŚĞƚŝŵĞŽĨ 
Pope Gregorius necessarily remains anchored in the (late) modernity 
from which he writes. 
Yet if Adorno sees lateness as the lingua franca of a new European 
language, Auerbach takes the argumenƚĂƐƚĞƉĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ?tŚĞƌĞĚŽƌŶŽ ?Ɛ 
model of comparative literature is Europe, for Auerbach the model  W at 
least in this 1952 essay  W is the world. For all its current prestige as 
the paradigm for comparative literature in the twenty-first century, 
world literature as Auerbach understands it is a profoundly ambivalent 
concept. A diversity of languages  WǁŚĂƚƵĞƌďĂĐŚƚĞƌŵƐƚŚĞ ‘felix 
culpa ŽĨƚŚĞĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶƌĂĐĞŝŶƚŽĂƉƌŽĨƵƐŝŽŶŽĨĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ? 
(PWL, 253)  W constitutes the precondition for comparative literature; as 
every comparatist knows, there can be no fruitful comparison without 
difference. Yet the post-ǁĂƌĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ǁŽƌůĚ ? ?ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƐƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ? 
ŵŝůŝƚĂƚĞƐĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚŝƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ?ƌĞĚƵĐŝŶŐŝƚƚŽĂ ‘ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚŝǌĞĚ ? ?16 onesize- 
fits-all model of human culture. As Auerbach astutely remarks, 
ŝĨƚŚŝƐŵŽĚĞůǁĞƌĞƚĂŬĞŶƚŽŝƚƐůŽŐŝĐĂůĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ? ‘ƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨǁŽƌůĚ 
ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞǁŽƵůĚƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇďĞƌĞĂůŝǌĞĚĂŶĚĚĞƐƚƌŽǇĞĚ ? ?Wt> ? ? ? ? ) ? 
What remains, then, of comparative literature? Do the homogenizing 
forces of mid-twentieth-century culture allow for a hermeneutics that 
ǁŽƵůĚďĞŶĞŝƚŚĞƌƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚŝǀĞůǇŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŶŽƌƌĞĚƵĐƚŝǀĞůǇŐůŽďĂů ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
answer to this question is to sketch out (what I am terming) a school 
of late reading, a school that is predicated on the fact that he never 
ƵƐĞƐƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀĞ ? Wwhether vergleichend or komparativ  Wbut 
ƌĂƚŚĞƌƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚůǇǁƌŝƚĞƐŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ƐǇŶƚŚĞƐŝƐ ?ƚŚĂƚŚŝƐůĂƚĞƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŵĂŬĞƐ 
possible. Before exploring this conception of late reading in more detail, 
however, it is worth pausing to place his essay back into its original 
publication context. This is almost never done  W the essay has long since 
ďĞĐŽŵĞĂƐƚĂƉůĞŽĨĂŶƚŚŽůŽŐŝĞƐŽĨďŽƚŚƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬĂŶĚ ‘ǁŽƌůĚ 
ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ?ĂŶĚƐŽ is rarely read in its initial place of publication  W but 
it is surprisingly revealing with regard to the contemporary relevance of 
ŚŝƐĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ? ‘WŚŝůŽůŽŐŝĞĚĞƌtĞůƚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌ ?ĨŝƌƐƚĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚŝŶĂǀŽůƵŵĞŽĨ 
essays entitled simply Weltliteratur, edited by Walter Muschg and Emil 
Staiger and published in 1952 as a Festschrift for the Goethe scholar 
Fritz Strich. A number of essays included in the volume  W which opens 
ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞǁŽƌĚƐ ‘dŚĞ>ŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĂŶĂŶĚdŝŵĞ Wthis should probably 
be the subtitle of this ǀŽůƵŵĞ ?17  W respond, either implicitly or explicitly, 
to the perceived lateness of the modern critical perspective. The essay 
ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ ‘ƚŚĞĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŽĨtŽƌůĚ 
>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĂƐĂƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ? ?ŝƚƐĂƵƚŚŽƌ ?ŶŶŝĂƌůƐƐŽŶ ?ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƐ the history 
of Weltliteratur ĂƐ ‘ĂĐƌŽƐƐ-section of intellectual and world history more 
ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ ? ?18 This historicization of the concept leads to a consideration of 
ƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶƉŽĞƚĂƐ ‘ĐƵƚŽĨĨĨƌŽŵŚŝƐƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ?ĂŶĞƉŝŐŽŶĞƚĂŶŐůĞĚƵƉŝŶŚŝƐ 
ŽǁŶŶĞƚƐ ? ?19 hĞĐĂŶŽŶůǇďĞŵŽĂŶ ?ŝŶ^ĐŚŝůůĞƌŝĂŶƚĞƌŵƐ ?ƚŚĞůŽƐƚ ‘ŶĂŢǀĞƚǇ ?ŽĨ 
an earlier phase of history. Yet this epigonal lateness, Carlsson concludes, 
can also be interpreted positively: 
dŚĞĞƉŝŐŽŶĞĐĂŶŶŽƚƌĞĐƌĞĂƚĞƚŚĞŐŽĚƐŽĨŵĂŶŬŝŶĚ ?ƐĐŚŝůĚŚŽŽĚ ?ĨŽƌŚŝƐǁŽƌůĚ 
view has changed. Yet this does not mean that the energy that once created 
gods has been lost to him. [. . . ] The conscious underwater perspective [bewusste 
Unterwasserperspektive], which illuminates the tides and deposits of history in every 
event, teaches literature a corresponding force of perspective.20 
The modern conception of world literature, then, gains as much from 
its belated epistemology as it loses, since it is thickened by the accrued 
ƐĞĚŝŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞƉĂƐƚ ?dŚŝƐ ‘ƵŶĚĞƌǁĂƚĞƌƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ? ?ĐƌƵĐŝĂlly, is fully 
conscious  ? ‘ďĞǁƵƐƐƚ ? ) PƐŝŶĐĞƚŚĞƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚĂůƉŽĞƚ W ƚŽƵƐĞĂƌůƐƐŽŶ ?Ɛ 
Schillerian terms  W cannot undo his sentimentality, he must embrace it 
and turn it to his advantage. 
ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐǀĂƌŝĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĂƌůƐƐŽŶ ?ƐŵĂƌŝne metaphor recurs in one 
ŽĨƚŚĞĞĚŝƚŽƌƐ ?ŽǁŶĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐƚŽƚŚĞǀŽůƵŵĞ ?ŵŝů^ƚĂŝŐĞƌ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇ 
 ‘ĂƐ^ƉćƚďŽŽƚ ? ? ‘dŚĞ>ĂƚĞŽĂƚ ? )ŝƐŶŽƚĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ 
of Weltliteratur, but rather the poetry of Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, or 
more specifically a particular cluster of poems by Meyer, all centred 
on the image of a boat floating out across the water by night. The key 
ƉŽĞŵƚŚĂƚŐŝǀĞƐ^ƚĂŝŐĞƌ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇŝƚƐŵĞŵŽƌĂďůĞƚŝƚůĞŝƐ ‘/ŵ^ƉćƚďŽŽƚ ? ? 
ĂŶĂůůĞŐŽƌŝĐĂůƐŽŶŶĞƚĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐƚŚĞƉŽĞƚ ?ƐƐǇŵďŽůŝĐĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌǁŝƚh 
ĚĞĂƚŚ ? ‘^ƉćƚďŽŽƚ ?ǁĂƐĂůƐŽƚŚĞŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůƚŝƚůĞŽĨĂŶŽƚŚĞƌƉŽĞŵďǇDĞǇĞƌ 
ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇƌĞŶĂŵĞĚ ‘dŽƚĞ&ƌĞƵŶĚĞ ? ? ‘ĞĂĚ&ƌŝĞŶĚƐ ? ? ) ?^ƚĂŝŐĞƌƉĂƌƐĞƐ 
ƚŚĞƉŽĞŵŝŶƚŚĞĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐƚĞƌŵƐ P ‘tŚĞŶƚŚĞƉŽĞƚďŽĂƌĚƐƚŚĞůĂƚĞďŽĂƚ 
and the black smoke billows from the stacks, and when the boat turns 
towards the darkness, he begins a journey unto death [Todesfahrt ? ? ?21 
ƌƵĐŝĂůůǇ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ ‘/ŵ^ƉćƚďŽŽƚ ?ŶŽƌ ‘dŽƚĞ&ƌĞƵŶĚĞ ?ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ 
ƚŚĞůĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞďŽĂƚ ?ŶŽƌŝŶĚĞĞĚŝƚƐǁƌĞĐŬĂŐĞ P ‘dŽůĂŶĚǁŽƵůĚďĞƚŽ 
return to recalcitrant reality, where people and things are too clear, too 
palpable and frighteningly close. To go under would be to die in death, 
ǁŚŝĐŚǁŽƵůĚƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞƐǇŵďŽůŝƐŵ ? ?22 DĞǇĞƌ ?ƐůĂƚĞďŽĂƚŝƐ 
captured, in other words, in the moment of its final journey, in the pathos 
of departure. 
tŚĂƚĐĂŶǁĞŝŶĨĞƌĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƐĞĞƐƐĂǇƐǁŝƚŚƌĞŐĂƌĚƚŽƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
ŽǁŶƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇ ?ĂƌůƐƐŽŶ ?ƐƵŶĚĞƌǁĂƚĞƌĞƉŝŐŽŶĞĂŶĚ 
^ƚĂŝŐĞƌ ?ƐSpätboot mark out the hermeneutic coordinates within which 
ǁĞĐĂŶůŽĐĂƚĞƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇ ?tŚĂƚĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝǌĞƐďŽƚŚŵŽĚĞůƐŝƐƚŚĞ 
modulation from an ostensibly negative interpretation of lateness  W as 
epigonal or dying  W to a positive inflection of lateness as plenitude 
and poise. Staiger concludes his essay with the reflection that 
 ‘DĞǇĞƌƐSpätboot might one day emerge as the herald of new poetic 
ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ? ?23 ĂŶĚŝƚŝƐŚĞƌĞƚŚĂƚƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶĨŝŶĚƐŝƚƐĐƵĞ ? 
Indeed, the opening sentence of the essay immediately following these 
ǁŽƌĚƐ ?<ĂƌůsŝģƚŽƌ ?Ɛ ‘'ĞƌŵĂŶ>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚƚŚĞƌŝƐŝƐŽĨƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
ƵůƚƵƌĞ ? ?ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ W albeit in what we would now consider dated, 
colonial language  W the juxtaposition with the post-war perspective that 
ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝǌĞƐƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ P ‘dŚĞĞǀĞŶts that have been unfolding 
before our eyes for some thirty years now, the vast tragedy in the 
motherlands of white civilization [im Mutterkontinent der Zivilisation der 
weissen Völker], what else is it than the decline of the last great cultural 
achievemeŶƚ ?ŽĨƚŚĞĐƵůƚƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞƚŚŝƌĚĞƐƚĂƚĞ ?ƚŚĞďŽƵƌŐĞŽŝƐŝĞ ? ?24 Out 
of the editorial context of the volume emerges, then, a composite sense 
of lateness as the precondition for world literature  W both its undertaking 
and its understanding  W in mid-twentieth-century Europe. 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇŽĨǁŽƌůĚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ Wto return now to his own 
essay  W engages with this school of late reading through its determination 
to make a hermeneutic virtue out of historical necessity. Historical selfawareness 
becomes the crucial pre-condition for any meaningful cultural 
ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ‘tĞĂƉƉĞĂƌƚŽďĞůŝǀŝŶŐ ? ? ? ? ?ĂƚĂĚĞĐŝƐŝǀĞŵŽŵĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞ 
ĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶŽĨŚĞƌŵĞŶĞƵƚŝĐĂůŚŝƐƚŽƌǇǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ? ?ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƐƵĞƌďĂĐŚŝŶĂŬĞǇ 
ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ ? ‘ǁŚĂƚǁĞĂƌĞǁĞŚĂǀĞďĞĐŽŵĞŝŶƚŚĞĐŽƵƌƐe of our history, and 
ŝƚŝƐŽŶůǇŝŶŚŝƐƚŽƌǇƚŚĂƚǁĞĐĂŶƌĞŵĂŝŶǁŚĂƚǁĞĂƌĞ ?ĂŶĚĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ? ?Wt> ? 
 ? ? ? ) ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƉƌĞĐŝƐĞƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨŚŝƐŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ W and of 
ƚŚĞĐŽŶĐŽŵŝƚĂŶƚ ‘ƚĂƐŬŽĨƚŚĞƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝƐƚƐŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ? emerges out of 
the interplay between his terminology and his sources. In the original 
'ĞƌŵĂŶ ?ŚŝƐǁŽƌĚĨŽƌ ‘ĚĞĐŝƐŝǀĞŵŽŵĞŶƚ ?ŝƐƐŝŵƉůǇ ‘ŬĂŝƌŽƐ ? Wir leben 
in einem Kairos der verstehenden Geschichtsschreibung25  W an ancient-Greek 
term signifying the sacred time of revelation understood as a pivotal, 
punctual instant, in contrast to the chronos of everyday, unfulfilled time. 
The term was notably brought into modern conceptual currency by 
,ĞƌŵĂŶŶ&ƌćŶŬĞů ?ƐĞƐƐĂǇŽĨ ? ? ? ? ? ‘ŝĞĞŝƚĂƵĨĨĂƐƐƵŶŐŝŶĚĞƌĂƌĐŚćŝƐĐŚĞn 
ŐƌŝĞĐŚŝƐĐŚĞŶ>ŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌ ? ?26 ĂŶĚƌĞĐƵƌƐĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞŝŶƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŝŶ 
ŚŝƐŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐŽĨĂŶƚĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƚƌŽƉĞŽĨ ‘ĨŝŐƵƌĂ ? ?ĂŶĚŝŶƚŚĞŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ 
 ‘ĨƵůĨŝůůŵĞŶƚ ? ?Erfüllung) in Mimesis. Within English-language criticism, 
perhaps the most influential invocation of the term is to be found in 
&ƌĂŶŬ<ĞƌŵŽĚĞ ?ƐThe Sense of an Ending (1967), where Kermode defines 
kairos ĂƐ ‘ĐŚĂƌŐĞĚǁŝƚŚĂŵĞĂŶŝŶŐĚĞƌŝǀĞĚĨƌŽŵŝƚƐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞĞŶĚ ? ?27 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ ‘ĚĞĐŝƐŝǀĞŵŽŵĞŶƚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŽĨŚĞƌŵĞŶĞƵƚŝĐƐ ?ŝŶŽƚŚĞƌ 
words, echoes with eschatology.28 
Indeed, given the context of The Holy Sinner explored above, one 
ŵŝŐŚƚƵƐĞĨƵůůǇĐŽŵƉĂƌĞƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐŝŶǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨkairos ƚŽDĂŶŶ ?Ɛ 
reduction of languages to language, where Sprache as a hypostasised 
concept assumes a plenitude comƉĂƌĂďůĞŽŶůǇƚŽ'ŽĚ P ‘ƚŚĞƚŽŶŐƵĞƐ 
[. . . ] run all together in my writing and become one  W in other words, 
language [. . . ] language itself, which sets itself as absolute and does not 
greatly care about idioms and national linguistic gods. [. . . ] God is spirit 
[Geist ? ?ĂŶĚĂďŽǀĞůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐŝƐůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?29 /ĨƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝĐĂů 
kairos ƌĞƐĞŵďůĞƐDĂŶŶ ?ƐůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐGeist, it is striking for our purposes 
that Auerbach immediately links the philological possibilities of kairos 
ƚŽĚĂůďĞƌƚ^ƚŝĨƚĞƌ ?ƐŶŽǀĞůDer Nachsommer (1857), citing a sentence 
ĨƌŽŵƚŚŝƐŶŽǀĞůƚŚĂƚŝƐƚǇƉŝĐĂůŽĨ^ƚŝĨƚĞƌ ?Ɛ Whighly ambivalent  W poetics 
ŽĨůĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ P ‘/ƚǁŽƵůĚĨƵůĨŝůŵǇŚŝŐŚĞst desire if after we leave this 
mortal sphere our spirit could survey and embrace the entire artistic 
ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶƌĂĐĞĨƌŽŵŝƚƐďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐƐƚŽŝƚƐĞŶĚ ? ?Wt> ? ? ? ? ) ?
Auerbach makes the philological apprehension of his post-war kairos, 
then, contiŶŐĞŶƚŽŶĂǀĞƌǇƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƐĞĂƐŽŶ ?ŶĂŵĞůǇƚŚĞ ‘/ŶĚŝĂŶƐƵŵŵĞƌ ? 
of Biedermeier aesthetics (such is the English title of Der Nachsommer). 
^ƚŝĨƚĞƌ ?ƐŶŽǀĞůĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞŐƌĞĂƚĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐŽĨĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ 
ŝŶƚŚĞŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ? ‘ĂĐĂƚĂůŽŐƵĞŽĨůĂƐƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ? ?ŝŶƚŚĞǁŽƌĚƐŽĨ 
W.G. Sebald)30 ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂďůĞƚŽ<Ăƌů/ŵŵĞƌŵĂŶŶ ?ƐDie Epigonen (1836) 
of a generation earlier, and a text pointedly commended by Nietzsche, 
the major theorist of modern lateness, as one of the few German prose 
works worthy of attention.31 Stifterian lateness, crucially, is ambivalent: 
ƚŚĞŶŽǀĞů ?ƐĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐŵĂǇďĞƚŚĂƚŽĨĂĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚĞĚ ?ďĞůĂƚĞĚĞƌĂ W after the 
summer ofWeimar Classicism, the late summer of the Biedermeier  W but 
precisely this belated perspective makes possible a synoptic ? ‘ƐǇŶƚŚĞƚŝĐ ? 
ǀŝĞǁ ?/ŶĚĞĞĚ ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĐŚŽŝĐĞŽĨĞǆƚƌĂĐƚĚĞƐŝĚĞƌĂƚĞƐĂƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƚŚĂƚ 
is almost sub specie aeternitatis; in combination with his use of the term 
kairos ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƚŽ^ƚŝĨƚĞƌƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐĂŶĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽĐŽŶĨĞƌ 
metaphysical pathos on historical contingency  W to create, in short, a late 
sublime. 
/ƚŝƐĂƚƚŚŝƐƉŽŝŶƚ ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ƚŚĂƚƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĚĞĨĞŶƐŝǀĞƉŽƐƚƵƌĞďĞŐŝŶƐƚŽ 
pivot into productive potential. His consciously late historical position 
offers a new horizon ŽĨƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝĐĂůƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ P ‘ǁĞŚĂǀĞƌĞĂĐŚĞĚ 
an end point that is also a turning point, one from which we will 
nevertheless also be permitted an overview [Überschau] that has never 
ďĞĞŶƉŽƐƐŝďůĞďĞĨŽƌĞ ? ?Wt> ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚŝƐŽǀĞƌǀŝĞǁ ?ŝŶĂ ŽƌĚ ?ŝƐ 
Auerbach ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨĐŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀĞůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ?/ƚĐĂƉƚƵƌĞƐĂĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞ 
ŝŶŝƚƐ ‘ůĂƐƚƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞŵŽŵĞŶƚƐŽĨǀĂƌŝĞƚǇĂŶĚĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ? ?im Endstadium 
einer fruchtbaren Mannigfaltigkeit), the very lastness of which is what 
makes it philologically productive. To paraphrase Adorno, it is as though, 
at the level of emigrant German, Auerbach had somehow disclosed the 
latent possibility of a truly world language, one which was formerly 
obstructed by national divisions but now, at the end, shines forth as a 
primordial stratum precisely by virtue of its latest character. Perhaps at 
this point, indeed, one might even speak of latest reading. 
zĞƚƚŽĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚŽƌŶŽ ?ƐŵŽĚĞůŽĨůĂƚĞŶĞƐƐŝŶ ? ? ? ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĂƚŽĨ 
Auerbach in 1952 is to raise the question of the relationship between 
the ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ?Ɛ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞůĂƚƚĞƌ ?Ɛ ‘tŽƌůĚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌ  ? ? 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƌĞŵĂƌŬƐŝŶƚŚĞŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶƚŽLiterary Language and its 
Public in Late Latin Antiquity and in the Middle Ages,32 posthumously 
published (in German) in 1958, give an unambiguous sense of his 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƚŽ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ P 
At an early date, and from then on with increasing urgency, I ceased to look upon the 
European possibilities of Romance philology as mere possibilities and came to regard 
them as a task specific to our time  W a task which could not have been envisaged 
yesterday and will no longer be conceivable tomorrow. European civilization is 
approaching the term of its existence; its history as a distinct entity would seem to be 
at an end, for already it is beginning to be engulfed in another, more comprehensive 
unity.33 
/Ĩ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇŝƐĂƚĂƐŬƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƚŽƚŚĞĂŐĞ ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ŝƚŝƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞ 
the age is a Kultur im Spätstadium;34 from here and only from here 
ĐĂŶƐƵĐŚĂŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐǇďĞĞŶǀŝƐĂŐĞĚ ?dŚĞĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐĞŽĨĂ ‘ŵŽƌĞ 
ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞƵŶŝƚǇ ? Wnamely, world literature  W ƐŚĂƌƉĞŶƐƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ? ?ďƵƚŝƚĚŽĞƐŶŽƚƐƵƉĞƌƐĞĚĞ 
them, since the logic of Weltliteratur as theorized in the 1952 essay tends 
to homogenization, not to the celebration of productive difference. This, 
then, is the task of comparative literature as late reading: the exploration 
ŽĨĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇǁŝƚŚŝŶĂĐŽŵŵŽŶĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ŵŽĚĞů ) ?ƌĂƚŚĞƌ 
than of coŵŵŽŶĂůŝƚǇǁŝƚŚŝŶĂĚŝǀĞƌƐĞĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ?ƚŚĞ ‘tŽƌůĚ ?ŵŽĚĞů ) ? 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐǀŝĞǁŽĨǁŽƌůĚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĂƐŝƚĞŵĞƌŐĞƐĨƌŽŵŚŝƐůĂƚĞƌ 
ǁŽƌŬďĞĂƌƐĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶǁŝƚŚƌŶƐƚdƌŽĞůƚƐĐŚ ?ƐǀŝĞǁŽĨǁŽƌůĚŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ? 
In language that uncannily anticipates twenty-first-century debates 
ĂďŽƵƚƵƌŽĐĞŶƚƌŝƐŵĂŶĚƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇŽĨĂ ‘ǁŽƌůĚ ?ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?ƚŚĞ 
historian Troeltsch  Wwith whom Auerbach studied in Heidelberg and 
Berlin  W argues in the third volume of Der Historismus und seine 
Probleme  ? ? ? ? ? )ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵŽĨ ‘ǁŽƌůĚŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ?is so ambitious, 
so all-encompassing, as to be meaningless. In its place, European 
scholars would do better to concentrate on a more modest sphere of 
ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ P ‘&ŽƌƵƐƚŚĞƌĞŝƐŽŶůǇƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŽĨ ƚŚĞƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ 
[eine Weltgeschichte des Europäertums]. The old idea of world history 
must take on new and more modest forms. We must renounce the 
oppressive monism of a way of thinking that forces everything into a 
single perspective; we must renounce the exaggerations of the European 
ĞŐŽ ? ?35 dƌŽĞůƚƐĐŚ ?ƐǁĂƌŶŝŶŐĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞ ‘ŵŽŶŝƐŵ ?ŽĨǁŽƌůĚŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ 
ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞƐƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĨĞĂƌƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŚŽŵŽŐĞŶŝǌŝŶŐĞĨĨĞĐƚŽĨǁŽƌůĚ 
literature; to suppose that European scholars can command the whole 
of world history is in fact hubris, Troeltsch suggests, a subtler  W because 
displaced  W version of what he terms Europäerhochmut.36 Intriguingly, 
Troeltsch also emphasizes how modern  Wwhich is to say, how late  W the 
ǁŚŽůĞŝĚĞĂŽĨĂ ‘ǁŽƌůĚŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŽĨŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ŝƐ ? ‘ŚŽǁŝŶƚƌƵƚŚƚŚĞ 
expansion of the  “ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ?ĂĐƌŽƐƐƚŚĞƉůĂŶĞƚŽŶůǇŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐůǇ 
ůĂƚĞ ? ?37 The aspiration to a comparative perspective  W whether European 
Žƌ ‘tŽƌůĚ ? W itself represents, in other words, a manifestation of lateness. 
In an essay in which he cites Troeltsch by name, Auerbach makes 
ĂƐŝŵŝůĂƌŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶĂďŽƵƚŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŵŽƌĞŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ ? ‘KŶĞ 
might easily pose the question why the West  W indeed, why the human 
race in general, so far as I can tell  W came so late to a recognition of genetic 
ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ ? ?38 The ŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐǇŽĨ ‘ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ ? Wwhich 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚĂůƐŽĐĂůůƐ ‘ŚĞƌŵĞŶĞƵƚŝĐĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ ? W emerged out of 
ƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐƉŝƌŝƚ ? ?Volksgeistgedanke] developed by the 
Romantics, an idea that serves, for Auerbach, as the precondition 
for ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ?ƐŝŶĐĞŝƚ ‘ĂůůŽǁĞĚƵƐƚŽĞŶůĂƌŐĞŽƵƌ 
understanding of how to orient ourselves in the historical world in ways 
ŶŽƚƵŶůŝŬĞƚŚŽƐĞŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŽƉĞƌŶŝĐƵƐ ?ƐĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇĂůůŽǁĞĚƵƐƚŽĨŝŶĚŽƵƌ 
ƉůĂĐĞŝŶƚŚĞĂƐƚƌŽƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůǁŽƌůĚ ? ?39 The comparison to the Copernican 
revolution implies the same repositioning of the European, humanist 
ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞĂƐŝŶdƌŽĞůƚƐĐŚ ?ƐĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚŵĞŶƚŝŽŶƐdƌŽĞůƚƐĐŚďǇ 
name in the following sentence, along with Croce and Meinecke): what 
seems like anthropocentric ambition is in fact modesty, since it places the 
modern scholar at the end of history, orbiting an all-powerful past. 
Moreover, just as Carlsson argues, with Schiller, that the modern 
 ‘ĞƉŝŐŽŶĞ ?ŵƵƐƚĞŵďƌĂĐĞŚŝƐůĂƚĞƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ W since there can be no 
return  W so Auerbach insists that there is no going back to a preperspectival 
ŵĞŶƚĂůŝƚǇ ?dŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶƐĐŚŽůĂƌ ?ƐƚĂƐŬŝƐƚŽďĞĐŽŵĞĂƐ 
conscious as possible of his historical contingency, not to seek to 
ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞŝƚ ? ‘ŝƚŝƐďĞƚƚĞƌƚŽďĞĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůǇƚŚĂŶƵŶĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůǇƚŝŵĞďŽƵŶĚ ? ? 
40 observes Auerbach in his remarks in defence of Mimesis. 
Despite the vertiginous historical scope of Mimesis in particular, 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇŝƐƚŚƵƐĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐďƵƚƚŝŵĞůĞƐƐ ?,Ğ 
holds, rather, that the critic can only survey the past from a very specific 
Ansatzpunkt  Wwhich in his case, as we have seen, is the late European. 
His understanding of the necessary historicity of philology derives in 
large part from his reading of Giambattista Vico, undoubtedly the 
most important influence on his historical thinking. In essay after essay 
ƵĞƌďĂĐŚĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐƚŚĞƌĞƐŽŶĂŶĐĞŽĨsŝĐŽ ?ƐƚŚĞŽƌǇŽĨŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ 
for the development of modern criticism, and indeed his Nachlass 
(held in the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach) attests to the enduring 
importance of the Neapolitan philosopher for his work. From an early 
notebook in which he has scribbled detailed comments on La Scienza 
nuova  ?  ‘ĨŝƌƐƚƚŚĞĂƌƚƐ ?ƚŚĞŶƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ PĂŶĚŽŶůǇƚŚĞŶƚŚĞ^ĞŶƐƵĂů W later 
criticisŵ ?41  W to a late typescript version of the introduction to 
Literary Language and its Public ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ ‘sŝĐŽ ?ƐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƚŽ 
>ŝƚĞƌĂƌǇƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?42 ƵĞƌďĂĐŚƌĞƚƵƌŶƐƚŝŵĞĂŶĚĂŐĂŝŶƚŽsŝĐŽ ?Ɛ 
ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝĐĂůƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇŽƌƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂůƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇ ? 
 ?>> ? ? ? ) ?sŝĐŽ ?ƐŝĚĞĂŽĨil mondo delle nazioni provides the basis for an 
historical understanding of differing epochs and traditions, articulating 
ǁŚĂƚƵĞƌďĂĐŚĐĂůůƐĂ ‘ƌĂĚŝĐĂůƌĞůĂƚŝǀŝƐŵ ?ƚŚĂƚŝƐ ?ĐƌƵĐŝĂůůǇ ? ‘ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞŝŶƚǁŽ 
respects  W of the material ĂŶĚŽĨƚŚŽƐĞǁŚŽĂƌĞƐƚƌŝǀŝŶŐƚŽƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝƚ ? 
(LL, 12).43 The philologist, in other words, is beholden to the perspective 
of his own time, however much he may look back to earlier eras. For 
unlike the philosopher, who deals with timeless truth or verum, the 
philologist investigates the certum ?ǁŚŝĐŚŝƐ ‘ƐƵďũĞĐƚƚŽŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĐŚĂŶŐĞ ? 
 ?>> ? ? ? ) ?/ŶsŝĐŽ ?ƐƚĞƌŵƐ ?ƚŚŝƐĐŽŝŶĐŝĚĞƐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŝŶƚŽ 
the three stages of gods, heroes, and men:44 where true poetry, in his 
view, is limited to the earlǇŽƌ ‘ƉƌŝŵŽƌĚŝĂů ?ƉĞƌŝŽĚ W a view that anticipates 
Herder and the Romantics  W  ‘ůĂƚĞƉĞƌŝŽĚƐĂƌĞŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵŝŶŐůǇĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ 
ďǇĂŶƵŶƉŽĞƚŝĐƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ? ?ƚŚĞƚǇƉĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŚĂƐ ‘ĂŶƚŝƉŽĞƚŝĐƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ? ) 
(LL, 15).45 The conception of philology that Auerbach learns from Vico 
is the natural task, then, of a late period. 
 ‘ƵƚŚŽǁ ?ŝŶƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ?ĐĂŶƚŚŝƐƚĂƐŬŽĨƐǇŶƚŚĞƐŝƐďĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞĚ ? ?
asks Auerbach. If it can readily be seen, as he himself claims, 
how well his Vico-ŝŶĨůĞĐƚĞĚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇ ‘ĨĂůůƐŝŶ 
with thĞƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ “ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ? ? ?>> ? ? ? )ŽĨƚŚĞƉŽƐƚ-war kairos, this 
understanding is nonetheless not without its practical difficulties. In 
attempting to articulate the hermeneutic position of the mid-twentiethcentury 
philologist  W as opposed to his Viconian counterpart in the 
early eighteenth century  WAuerbach identifies the principal hermeneutic 
challenges facing him as the profusion of material and the proliferation 
of methodologies. Late reading implies problems, in other words, as well 
as privileges; the sheer mass of material at the disposal of the modern 
critic  W spät, in German, being the precipitate of that which has been 
aufgespart or stored up46  W risks being overwhelming. But problematic 
ŝƐĞǆĂĐƚůǇǁŚĂƚ ‘ǁŽƌůĚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚďĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƚǁĞŶƚŝ ƚŚĐĞŶƚury as 
in the twenty-first. As Franco Moretti noted when proposing his model 
ŽĨĚŝƐƚĂŶƚƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ P ‘tŽƌůĚůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞŝƐŶŽƚĂŶŽďũĞĐƚ ?ŝƚ ?ƐĂproblem, and 
a problem that asks for a new critical method; and no one has ever 
found a method by just reading more ƚĞǆƚƐ ? ?47 Piling ever more books 
into the Spätboot of world literature will only make it sink; what would 
ďĞƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚŝƐƌĂƚŚĞƌĂ ‘ůŝŐŚƚĞŶĞĚ ?ƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇ W not in the sense in which 
Emily Apter48 ŚĂƐ>ĞŽ^ƉŝƚǌĞƌĚĞƉůŽǇƚŚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶŚŝƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨƵƌƚŝƵƐ ?Ɛ 
  ‘ƐŽůŝĚƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇ ? ?49 ďƵƚŝŶƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ^ƚŝĨƚĞƌŝĂŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨůĂƚĞůĞǀŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŽĨ 
Ă ‘ƐƉŝƌŝƚ ?ƚŚĂƚ ?ĐŽƵůĚƐƵƌǀĞǇĂŶĚĞŵďƌĂĐĞƚŚĞĞŶƚŝƌĞĂƌƚŝƐƚŝĐĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ 
ŽĨƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶƌĂĐĞĨƌŽŵŝƚƐďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐƐƚŽŝƚƐĞŶĚ ? ?dŚŝƐĂƐƉŝƌĂƚŝŽŶƚŽ 
totality  W or rather, to its discerning distillation  W must, of course, remain 
a mirage; no such encyclopaedic mind exists. But in theory  W in both the 
metaphorical and literal senses of this phrase  W it would represent the true 
manifestation of world literature as seen from its vanishing point, the 
Ansatzpunkt that emerges from the lateness of European culture in the 
post-war period. 
What the notion of late reading offers, finally, is a multi-dimensional 
model of comparative literature, one that exploits its privileged 
hermeneutic position in order to construct comparisons not only 
synchronically, across nations, but also diachronically, across time. The 
key difference from themodels of close or distant reading, in other words, 
is that the force of late reading is chronological, not geographical; this 
means that it is in a position to practise both close and distant criticism, 
since it is not beholden to either. Mimesis ?ǁŝƚŚŝƚƐŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞ 
ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƌĞĂůŝƚǇŝŶtĞƐƚĞƌŶůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ?ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐan apposite 
example of this late reading in action, since the comparative insights 
that it offers are contingent on the belated perspective from which it 
is written  W in historical terms, the Nazi bonfire of European culture; 
in stylistic terms, the supersession of realism by modernism. In the 
final chapter of Mimesis ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚĞǀŽŬĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚĞƌĞŽĨƵŶŝǀĞƌƐĂů 
ĚŽŽŵ ?ƚŚĂƚƉĞƌǀĂĚĞƐƚŚĞŵĂũŽƌŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐƚǁŽƌŬƐ ?,ĞŝŶƐŝƐƚƐ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ? 
ƚŚĂƚŚŝƐƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝĐĂůŵĞƚŚŽĚŝƐ ‘ŶŽƚŽŶůǇĂŵŝƌƌŽƌŽĨƚŚĞĚĞĐůŝŶĞŽĨŽƵƌ 
world ? ?50 since  W the modern philologist being mutatis mutandis akin to 
the modernist author, as Auerbach himself remarks  W it seeks to disclose 
a plenitude of meaning within any given textual instance. Late reading, 
in other words, is in a position to combine the advantages of both close 
and distant reading. 
KŶĞŵŝŐŚƚĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞ ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ďǇĂĚĂƉƚŝŶŐEŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ ?ƐĐĞůĞďƌĂƚĞĚƉƌĞĨĂĐĞ 
ŽŶƚŚĞĂƌƚŽĨ ‘ƐůŽǁƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ? PŝĨƵĞƌďĂĐŚŝƐĂƉŚŝůŽůŽŐŝƐƚƐƚŝůů ?ŚĞŝƐ 
a teacher of late reading. His approach to comparative literature, like 
EŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ ?ƐƉƌĞĨĂĐĞ ?ŝƐ ‘ůĂƚĞďƵƚŶŽƚƚŽŽůĂƚĞ ? ?51 ƉŽŝƐĞĚůŝŬĞDĞǇĞƌ ?Ɛ 
Spätboot ?ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŝƐƉƌĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚŽŶƚŚĞƉĂƚŚŽƐŽĨ 
departure, not arrival. Such an understanding of philology can only 
function in these terms as late, however, if the critic is prepared to include 
both his geographical and historical perspectives as constituent elements 
ŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ? ‘ ?/ ?ŶƚŚĞĞŶĚ/ĂƐŬĞĚ P,ŽǁĚŽŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ 
look in the European context? No one today can see such a context 
ĨƌŽŵĂŶǇǁŚĞƌĞĞůƐĞƚŽĚĂǇƚŚĂŶƉƌĞĐŝƐĞůǇĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ? ?52 ƵĞƌďĂĐŚ ?Ɛ 
conception of world philology, in short, does not ignore the obsolescence 
of the Eurocentric perspective, but rather makes this obsolescence the 
basis of its synoptic purview. It seeks to recuperate (negative) cultural 
lateness as (positive) critical licence, as the prerequisite for pursuing 
Ă ‘ƐǇŶƚŚĞƚŝĐŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƉŚŝůŽůŽŐǇĂƐƉŝƌŝŶŐƚŽĞŶĐŽŵƉĂƐƐƚŚĞĐƵůƚƵƌĂů 
ĚĞƐƚŝŶŝĞƐŽĨƵƌŽƉĞ ? ?Wt> ? ? ? ) ?ƐƐƵĐŚ ?ŝƚĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞƐƚŽŽĨĨ ƌĂŵŽĚel for 
how comparative literature may engage with the legacy of high European 
culture whilst acknowledging the limitations of its perspective. 
* I would like to express my thanks to the DLA Marbach, and to the 
MWW Forschungsverbund, for the Visiting Fellowship which made this 
article possible. 
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